Expression of a Wnt gene in embryonic epithelium of the leech.
A new member of the Wnt class of cell-cell communication molecules was identified in the leech Helobdella triserialis, on the basis of a conserved 86 amino acid coding sequence and exon structure. This gene, htr-wnt-A, is not an obvious homolog of any one of the previously described wnt class proteins. The embryonic expression of htr-wnt-A has been characterized at the cellular level, using nonradioactive in situ hybridization and polyclonal antibodies generated via a novel method of antigen presentation. Subcellular localization of the htr-wnt-A protein was examined by the use of immunofluorescence and confocal microscopy. htr-wnt-A is among the first zygotically expressed genes in Helobdella, appearing first in a single cell of the eight-cell embryo. In early development it is expressed within a stereotyped subset of micromeres and later, in a seemingly dynamic and stochastic pattern, by cells in a micromere-derived provisional embryonic epithelium. Its spatial and temporal expression pattern make it a candidate for participation in the regulation of cell fate in the O/P equivalence group.